(Insight into environmental conditions required for efficient horizontal gene transfer may lead to advances in controlling this often drug-resistant healthcare-associated pathogen.) The Panic Virus, by Seth Mnookin, describes the origins and progression of the anti-vaccine movement in the US. A long piece of investigative journalism (it includes a 37-page bibliography), the book explores events leading to the current standoff between anti-vaccine proponents and many public health and medical practitioners. The Panic Virus is not friendly to the anti-vaccine movement but neither does it shy away from holding responsible medical and public health communities, and the media, for creating an atmosphere of distrust.
Pedagogy
Chapters are organized into three sections. The first includes a history of vaccine discovery, analysis of several post-1950 events giving rise to distrust of public health efforts (e.g., an early polio vaccination campaign), and a history of autism diagnosis. The second section begins with Andrew Wakefield's entry into the controversy and, together with the third section, covers events in approximate chronological sequence. These events include a rise in concerns about the vaccine preservative thimerosal, the establishment of the National Childhood Vaccine Injury Act, vaccine-related litigation in US courts, emergence of anti-vaccine organizations (e.g., Autism Speaks) and pop star advocacy (e.g., Jenny McCarthy).
Interwoven are Mnookin's investigations into cognitive science about the reliability of instinct and gut reaction-often cited by parents as reasons for not vaccinating their children.
One author of this review read The Panic Virus as a student in an undergraduate public health microbiology course and found the book detailed yet readable. Worthwhile for students seeking a glimpse into a struggle between science, the media, and hysteria, it focuses on many political and social factors surrounding the vaccine debate. Through extensive interviews with participants on both sides of the issue, and reference to scientific literature, the author demonstrates how muddled yet urgent this issue has become. Particularly valuable was Mnookin's emphasis on the impact the debate has had on public health officials' abilities to protect individuals unable to receive vaccinations.
The other author of this review assigned The Panic Virus in a 200-level undergraduate pre-allied health microbiology course. Instructors looking to supplement microbiology or immunology course content will find The Panic Virus inadequate. It is much better suited to a learning outcome addressing connectivity of science and society. The book is exceptionally well written, and approachable in its content, but also very detailed and therefore not an especially quick read. For example, footnotes are common and five pages at the beginning of the book are dedicated to listing the "cast of characters" and "abbreviations."
Mnookin is unapologetic in his criticism of individuals (e.g., Andrew Wakefield) he posits as responsible for manufacturing a claim that has harmed many innocent participants-including children suffering from severe autism and those who care for them. It is the media, however, that receives his most scathing criticism for providing "…the fuel for this particular fire." One of the greatest strengths of The Panic Virus is its comprehensive view of the many varied participants in the controversy and the compassion expressed for those desperately seeking answers and solutions who have been grievously misled in their search. Meticulously researched and reported, The Panic Virus is both contemporary scientific history and societal critique-an excellent case study of the struggle of science to impact human belief and behavior. I wasn't sure if Bioluminescence would be a coffee-table book of sumptuous images, a collection of ecological perspectives, or an in-depth scientific review of enzymatic systems. The good news is that this edition is all of these, educating the reader on diverse systems with biochemical details appealing to the molecular modeler coupled with glossy images of diverse species employing these systems to evade predators or attract suitable mates. Wilson and Hastings have compiled a beautiful book cataloging bioluminescence in every characterized system of life. The glossy pages are filled with amazing color images of diverse species coupled with detailed three-dimensional illustrations of the enzymology in each of these diverse systems. Further, the authors survey a spectrum of systems that employ these systems in a way that provides comparative insights. The result is a feast for both the eyes and the mind, an engaging view of evolution and ecology. The authors summarize diverse research well and provide comparisons to help the reader see divergent systems.
Mary E. Allen
This book is organized into three sections (systems, diversity, and bookends). The first section highlights five well-characterized bioluminescent organisms. The roles of bacteria with these capacities are well developed while non-microbe species are shown to have additional capacities. The second section pivots on this trend, examining diversity, functions and evolution with useful comparisons. Here the authors are able to pull in issues of substrates in a given territorial ecology, mating behavior, and enticement of prey while returning to the fundamental comparisons of biochemical basis rooted in the evolution of each species. Bioluminescent insects demonstrate the next layer of all these issues, partnering with unique microbes or displaying their own unique chemistries at different stages of development. In the final section, the authors limit their exploration of applications to several molecular biology techniques, clearly describing some luciferase reactions and other ways these systems can be manipulated. This section is the least comprehensive, and this reviewer found this limitation made the section less satisfying in contrast to the authors' broad view, in earlier sections, of the array of species. Finally, the authors offer a detailed glossary and a less-detailed list of further readings for each chapter. The lack of specific references for works cited in each chapter coupled with a short reading list is one area where this book could improve. While the challenge of emerging work is hard to document in a monograph, the lack of detailed references leaves this reviewer scrambling to find specifics about systems mentioned.
This book is a great resource and effectively conveys the authors' incredible decades of experiences in the field. It would be a great monograph to have on the shelf of your institution's library for reference when microbial ecology students need more information about diverse species and locations. I cannot recommend this book for the beginner in a class setting, but an advanced, senior-level undergraduate would appreciate the biochemical detail coupled with comparative features. Any career microbiologist interested
